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PoliticshasalwayscaptivatedwritersasdocumentedthroughoutthehistOlyofthewrittenword.
Sometimestheywouldwritein fulsomepraiseof aking,acourtier,or apoliticalparty;and
sometimestheywouldfearlesslydenounceflawsandexcessesofgovernments,politicalsystems,or
theirleaders.Not surprisingly,politicalsatireshaveoftenattainedaprominentstatusinthehistOlyof
Englishliterature.TheyhaveappearedinvariousIiteraryforrosanddweltuponagreatvarietyof
subjects.Fromtheearliestcompletepoliticalsongtosurvivein English,'A SongofLewes'2(c.
1264),manyothersatiricalpoemsofthis typehavefoIlowedsuit:LaurenceMinot's1h!Batlecf
Nevi/le's Cross (c. 1346),John Skelton'sTheBowge olCourte? (c. 1498),DavidLyndsay's1h!
Dreme (c. 1528),EdmundSpenser'sMother Hubberd's Tale (1591),AndrewMarvell'sLast
lnstructions to a Painter (1667),John Dryden'sAbsalom andAchitophel (1681),JoOOWilmot's
'History oflnsipids' (1676),DanielDefoe's The True-Bom Englishman(1701),AlexanderPope's
The Moral Essays (1731-35),SamuelJohnson's Londan: A Poem (1738),CharlesChurchilI's1h!
Prophecy 01the Famine (1763),Lord Byron's The Vision 01Judgement (1822),or Siegfried
Sassoon's The Old Huntsman (1919),to mentionjusta few.
Although poetryhasbeenthepredominantforroofcriticalexpression,politicalsatiresinprose
havealsoplayedanimportantrole,especialIysincetheeighteenthcentury:DelarivierManley's1h!
New Atlantis (1709), John Arbuthnot'sHistory 01John Bull (1712),JonathanSwift'sModest
Propasal (1729),John Wilke's TheNorth Briton (1762-63),Wil1iamGodwin'sCaleb Williams
(1794),Mary SheIley'sTheLast Man (1826),SamuelButler'sErewhon (1872),G.K Chestertoo's
TheNapoleon olNotting HiI/ (1904),WyndhamLewis's The Revengelor Love(1937),andGeorge
OrweIl'sAnimal Farm (1945)couldbea fewrepresentativeworks.3Someofthemhavedeserved
seriouscriticalanalysis,andthereareseveralprestigiouspublicationsbegottentoexaminetheir
satiricaltargetsasweIl astheirmethods.Nonetheless,littleissaidaboutheimportanceofthis
literarytraditioninthesecondhalfofthetwentiethcentury.ConsequentIy,thepresentpaperaimsto
offer aview ofthe stateofpolitical satirein contemporaryBritish fiction.Far frombeinga
comprehensivestudy,it isneverthelessanintroductiontothemainlopicsandrhetoricalstrategies
usedby thesatiristsofthe last decades.
Eventhoughitmightsoundtoosimplistic,wecouldarrangethecontemporarypoliticalnovelistic
satireinto four categories,accordinglotheparticulartargettheyseemloaimal:thefatalconnection
betweenexcessiveviolenceandsuppressionofliberty, theevils of colonialism,women's
predicamentsin society,andthedeclineandfaIlofEastemEuropeanregimes.Althoughsevera!
othernovelscouldbeincludedinthefeatured iscussion,eachfactionofpoliticalsatirewill be
illustratedwith only a few referencesto theworksoftwo or threedistinguishednovelists.
TherelationshipsbetweenviolenceandlibertyareparticularlydramatisedinAngusWi!son's1h!
Old Men at the Zoo (1961).lt is a nightmarishsatirical fableset in the future,aboutthe
administrationofa LondonZoowhichis eventuaIlytakenoverbyacruelallianceofEuropean
powers.Wilson metaphoricaIlylinksheretheprimordialhumantraitofthirstforpowerandauthority
withtheunnaturaIcrueltytoanimals,outliningsimultaneouslythethinlinethatseparatesfreedom
fromanarchy.Similarly,thoughwithdifferentimplications,AnthonyBurgessdealswithviolent
behaviourandfreedomof choiceinA Clockwork Orange (1962);itoffersyetanotherfuturistic
I
ThispaperispartofaresearchprojectsupportedbytheMinistryofEducationandtheUniversityofAlcalá.
2It isananonymouscontemptuouspiecedirectedagainstHeruyIII'sbrother,Richard,EarlofComwall;see
CarletonBrown'sEnglish Lyries olthe XlIIth Century(1932:131-32).
3Thoughit isoutsidethescopeofthispaper,politicalsatirehasalsoappearedinseveraltheatricalp1aysand
operas,suchasJohnGay'sTheBeggar'sOpera (1728},HenryFielding'sPasquín(1736),P.B Shelley's
OedipusTyrannus,or SwellfoottheTyrant(1820),andBemardShaw'sArms and theMan (1894).
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dystopianvision ofEngland in whichaviolentteenageris 'rehabilitated'with totalitarian
conditioningmethods.More recentiyLouis deBerniereschargesagainstpowerandwarinhis
CaptainCore//i'sMandolin(1994),wherebeneaththesurfaceofa seeminglyengagingromantic
novelaboutanlta1iansoldierandaGreekgir!,IwXsablisteringcriticismofthebutchery,absurdity,
andsenselessaffin ityofarmedcontlictscompoundedbylackofscruplesonthepartofdictatorial
attitudes.4
ThesecondgroupofpoliticalsatiresincludesthosewhichdiscIosethemachinationsandabusesof
colonialism in apost-imperialage.Tom Sharpe,for instance,in his first twonovels,RiokJur
Assembly(1971)andIndecentExposure(1973),unravelsomeofthenegativeaspectsconceminga
colonialheritageleftbehindbyEuropeanmasters:theapartheidin SouthAfrica;herenobodyis
sparedfrom theauthor'shumorouscriticism:policeofficers,judges,lawyers,prisongovemors,old
Britishcolonialists,andallthosewhohelpedtobuildadecadentsocietybasedonwhitedominance
with their repressionof thenonwhitemajority.5WilliamBoyd,aBritishwriterbominGhana,aIso
decodesthehistorical andcontemporarymythsofcolonialism inAGcniAhnin-1frial(1981),
introducingMorganLeafy,aminorBritishdiplomatmaroonedinanimaginaryAfricannationwho
triesto survive in aworld aboundingin prejudice,stupidity,andcorruption.
Notwithstanding,therearealsoseveralnovelisticsatiresdweIlingonthetopicofsexual
'imperialism'professedbymenandwrittenbyremarkablewomen ovelists.Weshouldconsider,for
example,novelssuchasAngela Carter's TheMagicToyshop(1967),HeroesandViI/ai1ls(l969),
TheInfernalDesireMachinesofDoctorHojJman(1972),andThePassionsofNewEve(I977);texts
whichmixfantasy,horror,andcomedytosatirisethereductivepoliticalimplicationsofwestem
patriarchy.6EmmaTennantalso leanson science-fictionconventionsin ~ TuneqftheOrxic
(1973)inordertopresentagroupofwomenwhotakeadvantageof anapocalypticperiodoftimeto
abandontheirsexualroles.In thesamemanner,ZoeFairbairns's~(1979)isanotherreminist
dystopiain whichwomenaresubjugatedbyastatethatreducestheirIivestoreproductiveand
domesticduties.7 Onemoreexampleofthistypeofbitingsatiredireetedagainstthepatriarchaldesire
to controlfemalesexualitycould beFay Weldon's novel ~L¡fiuniLoveifaShe-Devil(I983),a
story of femalerevengeon a societydominatedby unfaithful andvicious husbands.
FinaIly,wecouldmentionthosenovelsthatanalysethenatureoftotalitarianregimesinEastem
Europe.Oneofthe mostinterestingexamplescanbefoundin Malcolm Bradbury'sRatesqf
Exchange(1983),whichusesthecontemporarysatiricalconventionoftheso-caIIed'campusnovel'
to drawaportraitof a lecturerin Iinguisticswhovisits thecommuniststateofSlaka;it isan
imaginaryEastemEuropeancountrywhere,astheauthorinforms,therigidideologyis 'being
increasinglyunderminedbytheplayfulnessofIanguageandtheenduringpowerofthehuman
imagination'(qtd.by Gindin, 1991:129).AnotherpoliticaIsatireonthecurrentdownfallofEastem
Europeanregimesis Julian Bames's ThePorcupine(1992);inthebook,readersparticipateinthe
publichearingofthedeposedcommunistpresidentfromaSovietsateIlitestatesubmergedin a
profoundlyenduringpolitical andeconomiccrisis.81anMcEwan'sBkdLbgs(1992)isl kewisea
disturbingfablethatdepictsthedeclineofEastemEurope;thenarrator'smemoirscomprisecertain
incidentsin BerlinduringthefaIl ofthe waIl andinPolandsomeweeksbeforeGeneraIJaruze!ski's
coupin 1981.
AII thisgoestoshowthatthefrequencywithwhichthepoliticalnoteissoundedincontemporary
novelisticsatireisextremelysignificant.Althoughsomecriticshadrepeatedlytrumpetedthedeathof
Englishsatireinthefirstthreequartersof thetwentiethcentury,9itseemsthatithasbeenrevivedand
itenjoysgoodheaIth.In fac!,thereareasmanypoliticalsatiristsastherewereineighteenth-century
4 See,forexample,thegrotesqueportraitofTheDuceinthesecondchapterofthenovel.
5J. M. CoetzeeisaSouthAfricanovelistwhoalsosatirisesthistypeofracialsegregationsanctionedbylawin
novelssuchasDusklands(1974),TheHeartoftheCountry(1977),Waiti1gfcT1kllarlJaritm(19F>2),L¡fead
TimesofMichaelK(1983), andAgeoflron (1990).
6RobertClark'sarticle'AngelaCarter'sDesireMachine'iIIustratesthisideaverywell.
7 TheCanadianovelistMargaretAtwoodhaswrittenasimilardystopiaontheexploitationofwomen
entitIedTheHandmaid'sTale(1985).
8Alhoughthenameofthecountryisnevermentioned,JulianBamesreferstorecentpoliticaldevelopments
inBulgaria(seehisownarticle'HowMuchisThatinPorcupines').
9EvelynWaughstatedthatourcenturyisnotanappropriatep riodlirDirel:lecaseitooly'fI I.rire¡inaslltie
societyandpresupposeshomogeneousmoralstandards'(1946:56);andP.K Elkin'sexplanationf rthisdecline
of Englishsatireis that'Thetwentieth-centurysatiristeeshimselfascompletelyalienatt'dfiansocietyandfur
thisandothereasons,heis fundamentallyunsureofhimselfandhisstandards'(1973:198).
570 Luis Alberto Lázaro
England,known asthegoldenageof Englishsatire.Inaperiodl1llllkedbythedeclineoftheBritish
Empire,agreaterpublicawarenessaboutcivilrights,thestrengtheningofthefeministmovement,
andthefalloftheBerlinwall,politicsstilldrawstheattentionofcontemporaryBritishsatirists.Even
moreso,sincenowadaysinBritainit iseasierandsafertopublish'seditious'booksagainstpolitica1
doctrineswithout fearof endingupon thegallows.1O
Oneofthe differencesbetweenpastpoliticalsatireandthatof ourtimesis thelitermyfilmin
whichitappears.ThecanonicalheroiccoupletusedbyDryden,Pope,andJohnson,ortheottava
rimaenactedbyByronhasgivenwaytothenovel.Althoughprosefictionbeguntohaveanimpact
on theeighteenth-centuryEnglish satire,it is onlyinrecentdecadesthatthismodehasmadereal
inroads.Sincethemainobjectiveofthe satiristconsistsofwinningoverthegreatestpossible
audiencetohispointof viewor toenforceanopinionwhichmanyreadersalreadyshare,it is
understandablethatthenovel,whichseemstofindgreateracceptancethanpoetry,isnowthe
favouredliterarygenre.
Ontheotherhand,thesatireofthepasttendedtobemorepersonalandwasveryoftenusedasa
scourgeto one's enemies:SkeltonsatirisedCardenalWolsey;DrydenattackedtheEarl of
Shaftesbury;DelarivierManleytookashertargetheDuchessofMarlborough;Arbuthnot,Pope,
Swift andJohnson wroteasanti-WalpoleanTories;CharlesChurchillcriticisedtheEarlofBute;and
Lord Byron parodiedSouthey'svisionofGeorgem.However,contemporarypoliticalsatirehaslost
thispersonalcharacter;instead,it ismoreinclinedtoaddressthewholereadingpublicinorderto
give a generalwarningaboutourpolitical ills.
This warningusually focusestodayonthequestionofpower.Whilstpreviousatirescovered
manydifferentissues(suchascorruption,inefficiency,negligence,stupidity,ambition,treachery,
intolerance,avarice,andhypocrisy),currentpoliticalnovelsseemtolackthatvarietyoftargets.
Followingin Orwell's footsteps,theyoftenpaintadystopianpictureoftheworldin whichthe
negativeconsequencesofexcessivepowerareclearlyseen.Thefourtypesofnovelsdiscussedabove
maysuggestvarioussatirical subjects,but in facttheyalldealwiththesameprincipleofabsolute
power,analysingitfromdifferentperspectives:thecontrolofatotalitarianstateoveritscitizens,the
colonial dominationover subduedcountries,or thehegemonyofmen overwomen.
Oneof themostinterestingdevelopmentsinthepoliticalsatireofthesecondhalfofthetwentieth
centuryisthegreaternumberofwomenwriters.Occasionally,theircriticismisdirectedagainsthe
samevices anddefectsasthoseaddressedby men,butmostofthem seemtobeparticuIarly
interestedin sexualpoliticsandissuesconcerning ender.Of course,thisgrowingpresenceof
womensatiristsin recentdecadescoincideswithanextraordinaryexpansionofthe feminist
movement,moreactiveparticipationofwomeninpolitics,andanincreasinginterestinbookswritten
by andaboutwomen.
Whathasnotchangedmuchthough,aretherhetoricalstrategiesemployedinthesecontemporary
politicalsatires.If satirehastraditionallybeencharacterisedbyanimpressionofeconomy,atokenof
fantasy,indirectcriticism,andthesatirist'sdetachment,1Imostrecentsatiresalsomakeextensiveuse
ofthegreatmasters'powersofpersuasion.Contemporaryauthorsputtheircasesclearlyandsimply
by creatingstraightforwardstoriesfullofstrikingcaricatureslivinginafantasticordistortedworld,
whichisusuallypresentedasaninstanceofdeformity,oftheabsurd,andthegrotesque.Moreover,
contemporarypoliticalsatiristsalsosetahighvalueonparodyandirony,whileshuntingawayfrom
bothargumentandcharacters.
Theskilfulcombinationofallthesetechniquesmightjustaswellaccountforthesuccessthistype
ofliteraturehaslatelyachieved.Whilstprosesatirewasoftenconsideredaminorgenrebymany
literarycriticsandhistorians,allthecontemporarynovelistsmentionedinthispapernotonlyhave
attainedpopularsuccess,buttheyhavealsoenjoyedcriticalacclaim.Of course,it ishardtopredict
how manytitles will survivethepassageof time.A fteral~thesatiricalworksofJohnArbuthnot,
DelarivierManley,andJohnWilkesweretremendouslypopularintheirowntimes,butnowthey
seemtohavefallenintovirtualandundeservedoblivion.Perhaps,whenapartheid,communism,
colonialism,patriarchy,orotherpoliticalreferencesinthesecontemporarysatiresfadeaway,their
authorswill notbeabletoavoidthefatethathasalreadybefallensomeoftheirancestors,andtheir
nameswill beovershadowedbyothermorecanonicalones.But,whoknows?Onlytimewillten.
10 SeeAppendix1oncensorshipandthelawof thepressinTheOxfordCompaniontoEnglishLiteraJure
~Harvey,1967:911-920).IForadetailedescriptionofthesestrategies,seethetraditionalstudiesofthenatureofsatire~GiIbert
Highet,MatthewHodgart,AlvinB.Keman,RonaldPaulson,ArthurPollard,JamesSutherland,andDavid
Worcester.
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Me8l1while,letusa11enjoythelargequantity8I1dexcelIentqualityofpoliticalsatireincontemporary
British fiction.
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